The potential advantages of a modern antihypertensive therapy in the elderly.
More than 50% of hypertensive patients are aged above 65 years. Physiopathology of essential hypertension is different in the elderly as compared with the young adult. Furthermore, not only are concomitant diseases statistically more frequent in the elderly, but the aging process in itself produces several specific changes in target organs. Several trials have shown that treatment of hypertension in the elderly, including the 'old elderly', is highly beneficial in terms of reduced morbidity and mortality. The therapy used in all these major intervention trials consisted of diuretics and/or beta-blockers. Recently, the Systolic Hypertension in Europe study and the HOT study extended the list of antihypertensive agents with proven beneficial effects on cardiovascular outcomes to dihydropyridine calcium antagonists. Dihydropyridine calcium antagonists, such as lacidipine, have been advocated as first-choice agents for the treatment of hypertension in the elderly on grounds that: a) they may be more active in lowering blood pressure because of the predominantly low renin status in the elderly hypertensives; b) they may be better tolerated because the side effects related to the activation of the sympathetic system may be less frequent as a consequence of the attenuation of baroreflexes during aging; and c) they may have beneficial effects on a variety of concomitant cardiovascular diseases which are frequently present in the elderly. These assumptions are, however, not always proven in the clinical practice. Only well-designed prospective comparative trials may solve this issue. STOP-2, NICS-EH, HYVET, SCOPE and SHELL are acronyms of ongoing clinical trials specifically designed in the elderly hypertensive. The SHELL study assesses the benefits of lacidipine compared with chlortalidone on the prevention of cardiovascular events. The effects of lacidipine (vs atenolol) on the development and progression of carotid atherosclerosis are also being currently investigated in the ELSA study.